From interviews with librarians, library directors, and leading officials at prefectural and ministerial levels, it is evident that these changes were even more dramatic than the statistics reveal.
1990's, the Japanese economy has mostly experienced very low growth despite numerous stimulus packages, the lowest income taxes among the OECD countries, a 5 percent consumption tax (equivalent to sales tax or value added tax), and interest rates around 1 percent or less.
Numerous roads, along with city halls, gymnasiums, and other infrastructures, including library buildings, have been built to stimulate the sluggish economy. This policy of public works is also an alternative way of providing social welfare compared to welfare state systems and is one pillar of the Japanese political economy (Estevez-Abe, 2008; Park, 2011) . Thus, Japan has been labeled a "construction state" as opposed to a "welfare state." Additionally, the second pillar of the Japanese model is that welfare services, health insurance, pensions, and even schools, are provided by employers. Therefore, in a construction state, the building of infrastructure has meant that employers could continue providing welfare services to and employing permanent employees. With the declining economy, employers had become increasingly less willing to do this and started hiring temporary workers for whom welfare obligations were not compulsory. While there has been an increase in the construction of new library buildings, spending for permanently employed librarians has sharply declined. Temporary staff earn half the salary of permanent staff with the same qualifications and keep the same low salary throughout the contract period regardless of seniority.
One librarian interviewed had been a temporary worker for 20 years (since her local library opened). This paper describes aspects of the development of the political economy of Japanese public libraries since the 1990s focusing upon the development of the library profession. The study is based upon official statistics and interviews with personnel throughout the Japanese library sector, ranging from top officials in the ministry in Tokyo to librarians temporarily employed in Tottori prefecture. Second, this paper considers whether these developments are mostly the result of a stagnating economy, the introduction of neo-liberalist ideas, or Japan-specific factors grounded in the institutions of Japanese government, the Japanese library system and Japanese society.
BACKGROUND: PUBLIC LIBRARIES IN JAPAN
Japanese public libraries can be traced back to before the Meiji reforms of Japanese society and of the government that put the country on the path to industrialization in 1868 (Nagata, 2007) . The literacy rate was estimated to be 40 percent in 1868 ("Japanese Education and Literacy," 2011). In the 1890s, a public library system (in the modern sense) was developed, and public libraries were spread nationwide. The "Ordinance of Library Government Personnel" was implemented in 1899. The Japan Library Association was established in 1892, held its first national conference in 1906, published its first journal in 1907, and in 1914, formed a committee to recommend literature for public libraries (Welch, 1976: 162-163) . In many ways, the government was instrumental in this process and saw public libraries as way of containing left-wing ideology from spreading through private reading groups set up by anarchists and socialists (Domier, 2007) .
Gradually, before World War II, the Japanese state became more nationalistic and militaristic. This changed the role of public libraries. At first, public libraries were left alone. Compared with schools, public libraries were not considered important to the modernization of Japan.
This was reflected in the low levels of funding allocated to libraries. Still, the number of libraries increased greatly. Also, entrance fees and book rental fees were charged (Keeney, 1948: 20) . Moreover, censorship was in place from the beginning, and the police regularly examined patrons' borrowing slips and arrested patrons suspected of crime (Domier, 2007) . Censorship became more heavy handed during the 1920s, and libraries were expected to provide patrons with ideological guidance and be more "effective" social education institutions in helping the government control youth as well as adults. Amended library legislation specified that "libraries may serve as supplemental facilities for social education" (Domier, 2007: 558) . Eventually, during WWII, reading became part of the war effort, and certain texts were mandated to be read by all citizens. Many not-so-willing librarians, along with teachers, gave reading guidance in small groups to ensure that the government message would be received as intended for future soldiers and supervisors of inhabitants in occupied territories.
After WWII, the U.S. administration in Japan -General Headquarters/Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers (GHQ/SCAP) -implemented a new library law in 1950 that reorganized and modeled the public library system after California, instituting such changes as forbidding fees of any kind (Keeney, 1948 ). An interesting continuity, however, is that in the library legislation of 1950, public libraries were were gradually opened, especially in the late 1960s. In these years, the number of registered users and the number of books borrowed increased dramatically (Kawasaki et al., 1996) .
It is widely claimed that a report from the Japan Library Association published in 1963 was instrumental in bringing about the changes (Kawasaki et al., 1996; Koizumi et al., 2008; Nagata, 2007) . 
CHANGES IN LIBRARY DEVELOPMENT FROM 1997
In the late 1960s, Japanese public libraries were expanding rapidly in Statistics are available for every three years plus the previous fiscal year of the statistical report. Therefore, in order to describe changes from 1997 and later, and since data for 1998 is lacking, data from 1999 and onwards must be used to give the best picture. In the period following 1997, a depiction of reduced growth and decline is found, as shown in Table 1 
DISCUSSION
On the basis of the statistics presented and the interviews, three hypotheses concerning the driving forces behind the development of Japanese public libraries will be discussed.
First, it is maintained that the stagnating economy that began in Second, the Japanese crisis, according to this hypothesis, is the result of Japanese corporate capitalism, of banks, industry, and bureaucratsexchanging favors for too long (Vogel, 2006) . Another feature of the Japanese system of public employment, strongly weakening the position of professionals, is that non-specialist public employees are rotated between government services at certain intervals (Interview Japan Library Association). This means that nonprofessionals are hired in libraries as permanent non-professional workers, but after for example three years they will leave for another local government service. In other words, incentives for specializing are low. Not all local governments use this rotation system. However, it is a widely adapted system, and an institution existing since WW2. and as such a system that it is not a phenomenon of the 1990s. The Japanese library profession has always been weak, but has even from this low standing been severely weakened from the late 1990s.
Library education is rudimentary and consists of short courses for both university graduates and people with more than three years work experience in a library (Interview Japan Library Association).
In sum, the most fruitful hypothesis for explaining change in However, notwithstanding numerous new library buildings, Japanese library patrons still have the fewest library service points per capita of any OECD country but lend the most books per service point (Parker, 2006) . While the Japanese, according to our interviewees, do not value the skills of librarians, the building of new libraries and the hiring of temporary labor is one way of answering the needs of Japanese users. Thus, the decrease in the number of permanent workers in the library workforce and the simultaneous increase in library use and the number of libraries is not the worst case scenario for Japanese library users and the Japanese library sector. Yet, in the long run, a decline in recruitment to the library profession can be expected, and a subsequent erosion of the quality of services will likely follow.
